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consistent with a return from America at the beginning of August. All other Bristol vessels, including the Matthew, are sufficiently well accounted for to preclude their having crossed the Atlantic in 1504.
We are thus left with four possible vessels for the Atlantic voyage, and the presumption in favour of the Francis and the Gabriel is stronger than that for the two others. It seems reasonably probable that the Francis and the Gabriel were used in the voyage of 1504 and that it was on their homeward cargoes that the Company claimed exemption. If a third or even a fourth ship went also, their names would not necessarily be recorded on their return, for it would be an obvious course to cram all dutiable lading into the two exempt ships.
On consideration of all the evidence, it may be claimed that we have here a credible outline of the Company's operations in 1504. There were two or more ships, under the direction of Hugh Elyot, William Thorne, William Clerk and Thomas Asshehurst. There is no mention this year of Gonsalvez and Francisco Fernandez, although the Privy Purse accounts indicate that they came home in 1505, Were they resident in some overseas settlement until that date? The 1504 customs entries suggest that the start on that occasion may have been made in March or even at the end of February, although the Privy Purse item shows that the priest had not left by April 8. But we are not compelled to assume that all die ships went together or even to the same destination. For all we know, there may have been two different areas under exploitation; the patent covered all.
So much for 1504. For 1505 we have the return by August 25 of the Portuguese bringing wild cats and parrots from the New Found Land. That is the last datable expedition of the Company, although there is nothing to suggest that its affairs were being wound up. Our remaining documents throw more light upon its activities, but there is no indication of the years to which they refer.
Some papers in the series known as Early Chancery Proceedings enable us to trace the parties a little further. In the autumn of 1506 William Clerk brought an action against Hugh Elyot in respect of various money matters. His bill of complaint1 says that about September 12, 1505, Elyot was cape merchant of the Michael of Bristol, of 95 tons, bound for San Lucar de Barrameda, a port near Seville in which the English traders did much of their Andalusian business. By the "law merchant" Elyot, as the first among a number of shippers to charter the vessel, was liable to pay freightage on any cargo space left vacant ia her. On the voyage home from Spain there were fifteen tons left vacant, the usual freight being 1 Early Ghana Proc., Bundle 247, No. 48.